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ON THE FACILITY, FELICITY, AMD MORALITY OF MEASURING SOCIAL CHANGE* 

C. West Churchman 
University of Cal i fornia ,  Berkeley 

I n  a recent  unpublished paper e n t i t l e d  "Questions of Metric," 

Stafford Beer c i t e s  some l e t t e r s  t o  t h e  London T i m e s  addressed t o  a 

question of s o c i a l  change. 

o ld  Norman Church of S t .  Michael of Stewkley, which stands square i n  t h e  

middle of a possible  runway of a possible  Third London Airport--not by 

design surely.  A cost  benef i t  analysis  had been made by a commission f o r  

each a l t e rna t ive  s i t e  of the proposed a i rpo r t .  

Michael's Church, t h e  commission had used t h e  extant f i r e  insurance 

policy on t h e  church as the  base. This method of analysis caused consid- 

The issue concerned t h e  seven hundred years 

I n  t h e  instance of S t .  

erable  anger among antiquarians throughout t he  United Kingdom. A M r .  

Osborn suggested instead t h a t  one should take t h e  i n i t i a l  investment, say 

100 pounds i n  1182, and discount i-t a t  10 per  cent per annum t o  1982; t h e  

approximate r e s u l t  is  a one followed by 33 zeros--a mere dec i l l i on  pounds. 

As Beer points  ou t ,  i f  you adopt e i t h e r  cost-benefit s t ra tegy ,  you 

automatically decide t h e  issue.  

the  church i s  v i r t u a l l y  an i r re levant  consideration i n  the  decision of 

where t o  bui ld  t h e  a i rpo r t ;  whereas i f  you use t h e  discount approach, t he  

church i s  a l l  t h a t  matters:  it i s  inconceivable t h a t  one should bui ld  

the  runway there .  

If you use the  f i r e  insurance approach, 
, 

What I found most s ign i f icant  about t h i s  s to ry  of measuring proposed 

soc ia l  change w a s  t he  ease with which both t h e  commission and Mr. Osborn 

were able t o  assign numbers. 

history of en terpr i s ing  accountants and economists, people who have spent 

The f a c i l i t y  i s  c l ea r ly  a product of the  

"Paper delivered on inv i t a t ion  at the  Convention of the  American 
Accounting.Association, University of Maryland, August, 1970. 
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t h e i r  l i v e s  assigning numbers t o  s o c i a l  changes. 

process become t h a t  so long as there  is  a h i n t  of 

So f a c i l e  has t h e  

reasonableness, the 

numbers themselves carry t h e  conviction of t h e i r  accuracy. 

commission and M r .  Osborn seem t o  have a p laus ib le  viewpoint. 

commission might argue as follows: evidently,  people do value S t .  Michael 

of Stewkley, i n  the sense t h a t  they are wi l l ing  t o  pay a pr ice  f o r  i t s  

value i n  the event t h a t  it i s  destroyed. This value i s  c lear ly  represented 

by the  amount of f i r e  insurance they are wi l l ing  t o  subscribe t o ,  because 

the  only reward f o r  paying the  premium i s  t h e  expectation of a re turn  

provided the  church i s  destroyed. M r .  Osborn, on t h e  other  hand, might 

argue t h a t  an investment w a s  made i n  t h e  year 1182, which could instead 

have been deposited i n  the  yet-to-be Bank of England. 

investment i n  1982 would be l i k e  "cashing in"  on t h e  church t o  bui ld  a 

runway i n  1982; assuming r a t i o n a l  decision making, t he  t o t a l  imputed value 

of the  investment cannot be grea te r  than the current  value of the  church. 

And both the  

The 

Cashing i n  on t h e  

My main point  i s  t h a t  t he  f a c i l i t y  of assigning numbers means t h a t  

only a modicum of p l a u s i b i l i t y  i s  needed t o  convince people tha t  the 

numbers represent r e a l i t y .  In  both of the  cases c i t ed ,  j u s t  a l i t t l e  

more thinking would have ruined the  case. A l l  one has t o  do i s  apply 

Immanuel Kant's moral l a w ,  which, paraphrased, says t h a t  i f  a pa r t i cu la r  

pr inc ip le  i s  used t o  measure soc ia l  change f o r  pol icy making, then t h i s  

pr inc ip le  should be universal ly  applied. The pr inc ip le ,  of course, may 

contain reasoned exceptions and s t ipu la t ions ,  but once it i s  enunciated, 

it ought t o  be applicable t o  a l l  instances,  o r  else it i s  bas ica l ly  

unfa i r ,  i . e . ,  immoral. Now t he  commission's pr inc ip le  seems t o  read as 

follows: whenever there  i s  a pos i t ive  value (bene f i t )  t o  destroying an 

object X ,  then the cos t  of destruct ion i s  t o  be computed by using the  

extant f i r e  o r  l i f e  insurance as a base. The commission's pol icy,  i f  
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universalized, would neatly solve the population problem. There is surely 

a value in not having all the people which the demographers predict will 

be here in the year 2000 if nothing is done to prevent it. 

calculate the benefit of eliminating X and compare it with X's life 

insurance! 

and the Onassises. Mr. Osborn's principle, on the other hand, is very 

nice for old criminals and professors: the investment in their birth 

for hospitals, nurses and doctors discounted to age 70 would make the 

decision to execute or retire unthinkable. 

So--merely 

The result is that only the best will survive--the Kennedys 

The two examples, then, are silly. So why mention them? Why, just 

to challenge any number assigners to come up with a better method, based 

on a principle which w i l l  pass Kant's test. More to the point, the 

examples clearly show how number assignment is based on very strong value 

and reality assumptions. 

Suppose for the moment that we look at the reality aspect of measuring 

social change. 

what really occurs. But what does this stipulation mean? We could make 

We'd surely like to say that a measurement should reflect 

its meaning clear if somehow or other we could get outside the measuring 

system and what it is trying to measure. If we could do this, then we'd 

say to ourselves, "There's reality R in its box, and when R changes it 

sends a message or impulse to the measuring system M in its box. Since 

we're outside all this, and can observe it accurately, let's see if the 

numbers generated by M accurately correspond to the changes in R." We'd 

certainly have to fuss over the criteria of accurate correspondence, but 

that would be a technical matter we could hand over to some of the 

brilliant minds who like to fuss with these matters. 

But of course this way of describing reality doesn't work at all, 

as any auditor knows. It isn't sufficient to stipulate that a good audit 
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has occurred i f  a second par ty  testif ies t h a t  t he  audi tor ' s  numbers 

correspond t o  r e a l i t y ,  because t h e  second par ty  may belond t o  the audi tor ' s  

f i r m ,  o r  a competitor's firm, o r  t he  broad c lass  of t he  inexperienced. 

To make any sense a t  a l l  of t h i s  way of defining r e a l i t y ,  we have t o  s e t  

down the  s t i pu la t ions  of t he  competent , dis in te res ted  observer which as 

experienced audi tors  know, i s  no easy task.  

need a f a i r l y  e laborate  theory of competence and honesty. So here i s  the  

same theme again: 

have a strong theo re t i ca l  base. 

To accomplish the  t a s k  we 

t o  know tha t  we are measuring real  change we need t o  

But suppose now tha t  we do succeed i n  f inding a sa t i s fac tory  basis 

Would w e  then want t o  say t h a t  M f o r  assessing competence and honesty. 

i s  measuring r e a l  s o c i a l  change i f  a su f f i c i en t ly  l a rge  c lass  of competent, 

d i s in te res ted  observers agree t h a t  it i s?  

t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  being measured? 

pr inc ip le  at least as old as W i l l i a m  James. If I t e l l  you t h a t  t h e  last 

book on the  top shelf of my study's bookshelf i s  red,  and I present 

a f f idav i t s  of color competent observers which c e r t i f y  my account, have I 

described r e a l i t y  t o  you? No, s a id  James, because t h e  descr ipt ion makes 

no difference whatsoever i n  your behavior r e l a t i v e  t o  your p rac t i ca l  

goals. 

t ha t  the  red  book i s  t h a t  s e t  of d u l l  p la t i tudes  of  Chairman Mao, then 

some of you might report  m e ,  o r  admire m e  more, o r  whatever, and then 

r e a l i t y  comes i n t o  being. 

a should agreement imply 

Here I ' d  l i k e  t o  introduce a pragmatic 

To be real f o r  you i s  t o  make a difference f o r  you, I f  I ' d  s a id  

Suppose we go back t o  Stewkley where the  Br i t i sh  Division of the 

Cleveland Wrecking Company i s  about t o  smash a pr ice less  g lass  window of 

S t .  Michael's. We want t o  measure t h i s  soc ia l  change. "There goes 3,000 

pounds," says the  commission, and could hardly care l e s s .  "There goes a 

'"independent" i n  CPA language. 
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dec i l l i on  pounds," says &Ire Osborn, and could hardly care more. But what 

has r e a l l y  happened? I f  we employed t h e  method suggested earlier, we 

would br ing i n  our d is in te res ted  observer t o  decide which number accurately 

maps r e a l i t y .  

years old," o r ,  "it took two weeks t o  haul S t .  Michael's away a t  an 

He would say things l i k e  "20 windows were broken, each 700 

expense of 1,472 pounds and a sixpence." 

Such a d i s in t e re s t ed  observer, i n  f a c t ,  would be very l i k e  many 

experts who today a re  measuring s o c i a l  change. Consider, fo r  example, 

the  i ssue  of population. Here beyond a doubt i s  soc ia l  change. I n  Paul  

and Ann Ehrl ich 's  Population Resources Environment,2 we are t o l d  t h a t  the  

doubling rate of the  world's population around 1970 i s  about 30 t o  35 

years ,  i n  1930 w a s  45 years ,  i n  1850, 200 years.  The book contains a 

number of other numbers: food production, po l lu t ion  production, and so 

on. All of these numbers say something about s o c i a l  change, but you w i l l  

note t h a t  they are all very much l i k e  t h e  d is in te res ted  observer of t he  

smashing of S t .  Michael's. 

b i t  shocking, and i n  t h i s  sense they "make a difference." 

No doubt i n  both cases t h e  reports  may be a 

But t h e  

difference may have no pragmatic import whatsoever. The Ehrlichs have 

much t o  say about the  number of people who w i l l  s ta rve  i f  things go on 

as  a t  present.  This i s  much l i k e  t e l l i n g  us t h a t  t he  round b a l l  w i l l  

break S t .  Michael's window unless i t s  bas ic  policy of motion i s  changed. 

Another d i s in t e re s t ed  observer, a lso using numbers, could t e l l  us how 

many people f e l t  sad and f o r  how long when they learned about St .  Michael's 

o r  t h e  s ta rv ing  chi ldren of Biafra. 

It i s  r e a l l y  astonishing how many crisis-numbers are being thrown 

at  the  public these days. "hey a l l  describe what programmers c a l l  the 

2W. H. Freeman and Co., San Francisco, 1970. 
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rate of a c t i v i t y  i n  a ce r t a in  sec tor  of society.  

of act ivi ty-pol lut ion o r  poverty o r  information-spread y ie lds  uneasy o r  

Since of ten t h e  rate 

hor r ib le  fee l ings ,  people and po l i t i c i ans  are apt  t o  conclude that 

something must be done t o  lessen the  rate, o r  even t o  make it negative. 

But even i f  the  d is in te res ted  observer i s  t e l l i n g  us about real impending 

d i sa s t e r  provided an a c t i v i t y  continues t o  increase,  it by no means 

follows t h a t  he is  t e l l i n g  us about real s o c i a l  change i n  a pragmatic 

sense. The r e a l i t y  question i s ,  "So what?" Only when w e  can measure i n  

such a way t h a t  w e  know what t o  do about the r e s u l t ,  only then w i l l  we 

measure s o c i a l  change. 

The point  I am t ry ing  t o  make i s  t h a t  t h e  amount of change i n  some 

property of society o r  i t s  environment by i tself  does not "measure" 

soc ia l  change. What i s  needed besides i s  the  basis of decision making 

which shows how the  amount of change makes a difference.  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  t h e  so-called "protein gap," which very much i n t e r e s t s  

t h e  n u t r i t i o n i s t s  these days. 

A good 

We are told,3 f o r  example, t h a t  a pregnant 

woman who lacks a s u f f i c i e n t  amount of pro te in  i n  her d i e t  may well  give 

b i r t h  t o  a deformed baby. We are a l s o  t o l d  that  t h e  amount of pro te in  

(note,  again,  t h e  amount theme) i n  ce r t a in  areas of the world i s  ser iously 

def ic ient .  What can be ca l led  the Fallacy of F i l l i n g  the  Gap immediately 

i n f e r s  t h a t  we should produce and d i s t r i b u t e  more protein.  Perhaps we 

should, but  the  protein gap by i tself  does not imply any such action. 

Besides a knowledge of t h e  gap, we need t o  assume t h a t  t h e  c r i s i s  warrants 

ce r t a in  expenditures, t h a t  po l ic ies  of making more protein w i l l  not 

introduce concomitant gaps and inequ i t i e s  i n  other  areas, e.g., by 

changing t h e  ecology of f i s h  l i f e .  It so  happens t h a t  protein is  used 

3See In te rna t iona l  Action t o  Avert the  Protein Crisis , Uni ted  Nations, 
New York, 1968. 
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as ca lor ies  i n  ca lo r i e  de f i c i en t  d i e t s ,  s o  t h a t  f i l l i n g  the  pro te in  gap 

by no means solves the n u t r i t i o n a l  problem. And so on. 

O f  course a profession may adopt a sepa ra t i s t  philosophy t o  avoid 

the  tremendous respons ib i l i ty  of measuring real s o c i a l  change i n  a 

pragmatic sense. 

that  many demographers say: 

t he  a c t i v i t y  rate, but  we can t e l l  you what t he  rate is .  We're l i k e  the  

speedometers on automobiles which measure changes i n  the  ca r ' s  veloci ty .  

The dr iver  must decide what t o  do about a reading of eighty miles per  

hour." 

per fec t ly  c l ea r  t o  both dr iver  and auto designer t h a t  veloci ty  i s  a 

c r i t i c a l  aspect of the dr iving experience, and t h e  method of correct ing 

for  too much or  too  l i t t l e  i s  a l s o  obvious. Given t h a t  w e  ought t o  dr ive  

automobiles i f  we want t o ,  t he  speedometer i s  a g rea t  help and accurately 

measures s o c i a l  change. But t he  c r i t i c a l  question i s  s t i l l  there:  

ought we t o  dr ive  automobiles? 

Given t h a t  w e  ought t o  reduce population by forcing every lady t o  take 

the p i l l ,  then the  expert  can o r  soon w i l l  t e l l  us how t o  do the  job. 

But t h e  demographer i s  s i l e n t  on the  question whether we should so force 

p i l l  taking. 

The profession of accounting may say the  same th ing  

"Look, we can ' t  t e l l  you what t o  do about 

But the  analogy doesn' t  work, f o r  a very obvious reason: i t ' s  

The speedometer i s  s i l e n t  on t h i s  point.  

The f a l l a c y  of the sepa ra t i s t  philosophy is the one I mentioned 

e a r l i e r :  

pu t t ing  numbers on it, you may d ive r t  a t t en t ion  from the  real i ssue .  

Consequently, I can ' t  help but feel  t h a t  the  professions which t r y  t o  

place numbers on s o c i a l  change have the  respons ib i l i ty  t o  go the e n t i r e  

way--to understand why the  numbers make a difference and why the  difference 

they make i s  the  r i g h t  difference.  

once you begin t o  emphasize some aspect of real change by 

For example, I bel ieve t h e  accounting profession should become deeply 
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involved i n  helping soc ie ty  t o  measure the  most c r i t i c a l  aspects of 

soc ia l  change--of po l lu t ion ,  population, information, whatever. But t o  

do so, I think the profession w i l l  have t o  change some important 

t radi t ional .  a t t i t udes .  

t ha t  I ' d  l i k e  t o  address the  concluding remarks. 

It i s  t o  these soc ia l  changes of t h e  profession 

4 

In recent years ,  w e  have heard a grea t  deal about how accounting 

and economics need t o  be enlarged t o  include "social. indicators" o r  

soc ia l  accounting." But I don't th ink  the need i s  f o r  more numbers, a t  I' 

a l l .  The need i s  f o r  the basis of ju s t i fy ing  the numbers--the model o r  

world view which t e l l s  us what difference t h e  numbers make. 

Decision-oriented accounting i s  qu i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from accounting's 

t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e  i n  the pr iva te  sec tor .  Often the service which accounting 

has given i s  e s sen t i a l ly  comparisons: the accounts t e l l  us how t h i s  

per iod 's  cos t s ,  inventor ies ,  turn-over, p r o f i t ,  e t c .  , compare w i t h  l a s t  

period's.  Comparative accounting i s  much l i k e  t h e  rate-of-change of an 

a c t i v i t y  mentioned e a r l i e r .  It i s  usefu l  i f  w e  know tha t  the comparison 

makes a real  difference i n  decision making, useless  otherwise. Hence one 

bas ic  change of a t t i t u d e  i s  towards f inding a model f o r  decision making. 

O f  course, what I am saying is t h a t  t he  professions of operations research 

and accounting need t o  form a long-overdue a l l i ance ,  But I think both 

professions w i l l  have t o  give up one cherished attitude--namely, the  

assurance of t h e  expert. The "model" t o  which I re fer red  i s  by no means 

easy t o  c rea t e ,  nor can any of us feel  assured t h a t  a candidate model 

represents s o c i a l  r e a l i t y .  No longer can w e  c a l l  upon the  d i s in t e re s t ed ,  

competent observer t o  sett le our issues .  

observe t h e  "inside" t ry ing  t o  depict  r e a l i t y .  

There i s  no "outside" which can 

To be sure ,  some changes have already been suggested. 4 
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Returning t o  Stewkley once more, both the  commission and M r .  Osborn 

had a model; there  i s  no competent, d i s iq t e re s t ed  observer t o  t e l l  us 

which i s  r i g h t ,  i f  e i t h e r .  But i s  t h i s  so? Why not say as before t h a t  

i f  a s u f f i c i e n t l y  l a rge  group of s u f f i c i e n t l y  cdmpetent experts agree, 

or--via t h e  Delphi technique*--converge on agreement , then the  model can 

be taken as represehting r e a l i t y ?  

assume t h a t  a convergence of agreement of experts represents r e a l i t y  i s  

t o  presuppose a f a i r l y  e laborate  theory of the  re la t ionship  between 

r e a l i t y  and expert  knowledge, as w e l l  as a theory about how expert 

opinion i s  t o  be ascertained. 

judgment. 

expect brain-to-computer linkages and genetic engineering. This i s  l i k e  

t e l l i n g  us t h a t  the  population w i l l  double, the  pro te in  source w i l l  

shr ink,  t h e  a i r  w i l l  be dangerously polluted.  To repea t ,  what i s  l e f t  

out of t he  expert ' s  opinions i s  a l l  we r e a l l y  need t o  know: 

about it i f  they accurately portray a r e a l  trend. 

The answer, of course, i s  t h a t  t o  

Also assumed i s  our old f r iend  t h e  value 

Experts may t e l l  us t h a t  i n  so-and-so many years we can 

what t o  do 

No, i f  we are  t o  serve soc ie ty  by measuring soc ia l  change, I think 

w e ' l l  have t o  do so i n  an e n t i r e l y  d i f f e ren t  mode from t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

one of being the  separate ,  d i s in t e re s t ed  and object ive observers. 

s t i pu la t ions  seem c l e a r  3 ( t o  m e )  : 

These 

1. We are not t he  only o r  even the  basic  methodology of assessing 

soc ia l  change. There are other equally forcefu l  methods: ae s the t i c ,  

re l ig ious  and p o l i t i c a l  are three  good examples. 

2. W e  a re  not object ive i n  t h e  old-fashioned sense of "being apart ,"  

and "nonbiased." 

how s o c i a l  r e a l i t y  works and what "makes  a difference." 

O u r  b i a s  i s  based on our conception (world view) of 

501af Helmer, Social  Technology, Basic Books, New York, 1966. 
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3. (My own b ias . )  In  Beer's paper mentioned earlier,  which has a 

very similar theme t o  t h i s  one but  a rad ica l ly  d i f f e ren t  approach, Beer 

argues f o r  a "meta" measuring system, one t h a t  measures t h e  "eudomonia," 

or  "prosperity," which i s  flowing through the  s o c i a l  system. 

approaches t h e  problem i n  t h i s  manner because he l i k e s  t o  see the world 

as a f l a w ,  with feedbacks and other  cybernetic devices. My bias  i s  t o  

look f o r  t he  fiber of the system, t h e  s t ruc tu re  t h a t  ought t o  hold it 

together. 

moral base f o r  measuring soc ia l  change. 

of experts" i s  t h e  moral prescr ipt ion which says t h a t  our measure should 

be based on a pol icy of moral universality--everyone t o  count as an end-- 

and not a means only--a deep analysis  of how people are affected by the  

difference the  measure w i l l  make. 

Beer 

This  approach amounts t o  saying t h a t  we require  an e x p l i c i t  

Far more important than "agreement 

For example, Mr. Osborn w a s  nearer t o  being r i g h t  than the  commission, 

but f o r  t h e  wrong reasoning. 

t h e  past--but whether t o  discount i n t o  the  fu ture ,  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i n  our saying t h a t  the numerical reward ( joy ,  aes the t ic  

pleasure,  i n sp i r a t ion )  of some fu ture  viewer of S t .  Michael's must be 

discounted back t o  present value,  much as a fu ture  insurance premium 

The poin t  i s  not whether t o  discount from 

I can see no moral 

would be--though I have some feeling-deficient f r iends  who say j u s t  t h i s :  

'?'he h e l l  with t h e  values of a generation as y e t  unborri, o r  at least 

10% t he  h e l l  per  annum." 

London Airport as a temporary value f o r ,  say,  t h i r t y  years of use and 

then no value the rea f t e r ,  but  S t .  Michael's w i l l  always br ing joy t o  

some thousands o r  so,  then the  cos t  number t o  be assigned t o  smashing 

the  church i s  very l a rge ,  because no future  joy i s  t o  be discounted t o  

So i f  we pa in t  our world view with the  Third 

present value on moral grounds. 

Now there i s  no authori ty  f o r  my moral l a w ,  and many may disagree 
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with  it. Indeed, many 

moral discourse should 

should disagree with it, because t h e  essence of 

be debate, not agreement. Anyone l i k e  myself who 

takes p a r t  i n  measuring soc ia l  change must on the one hand declare  and 

argue f o r  h i s  moral pos i t ion ,  but  should never on pain of displaying 

hubris ,  assume that he is  t h e  authori ty .  So I declare  and argue f o r  t he  

pos i t ion  t h a t  every s o c i a l  pol icy needs not only a cost-benefit number, 

but tha t  the basic  theory of assigning such a number should be revealed 

and assessed f o r  i t s  moral implications--i.e.,  whether i f  generalized 

it would imply a world where people are treated as ends rather than means 

only. 

4. As number assigners  we must be stubborn but  not necessar i ly  

humorless. We w i l l  i n s i s t  that  t h e  value of a l i f e  can be numbered and 

compared, no matter what our enemies say. So the  population scarers  may 

hor r i fy  u s ,  but l e t  us number the cos t  of a human s tarved t o  death. O f  

course, w e  can ' t  be all that deadly ser ious about it, either. 

take on a lesson from Kenneth Boulding, who suggests t h a t  each c i t i z e n  

W e  should 

be assigned 22 dec i les  of a ch i ld ,  which he can s e l l  on t h e  open market 

place. 

operations occur. 

This way t h e  population w i l l  remain stable, assuming no bootlegging 
I 

You see, once w e  give up t h e  s i l l y  notion that  

numberers have the  f i n a l  answers, we can r e a l l y  enjoy ourselves now and 

then. 

5. I hope the accounting profession w i l l  j o i n  other  professional  

associat ions i n  looking at  today's problems of soc ie ty  and suggesting 

some ways of assigning numbers t o  s o c i a l  change tha t  m a k e  a difference- 

w i t h  a l l  the humili ty,  humor and purposefulness possible.  


